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Abstract 
Including children in planning and decision making can promote a higher level of learning experience to them. A 
project involving forty-two pre-schoolers’ from 3 different classrooms on re-designing their classroom was conducted 
to investigate children and teacher’s behaviour during the participatory activity. Throughout the process, each child 
was given the authority to initiate ideas and make decisions together with the classroom teacher. Children are found 
to express their preferences, raise issues, give ideas, negotiate, express dissatisfaction, claiming for explanations and 
accepting others views. Teachers are seen to give encouragement and positive feedback and to express dissatisfaction 
on certain events.  
 
© 2014 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Centre for Environment-
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1. Introduction 
The notion of integrating children participation in planning, managing and decision making has been 
widely spread locally and globally. Various institutions, organizations and local authorities working with 
children of various ages such as the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), European Union (EU), 
United Nations (UN), International Youth Foundation, Ministry of Social Development New Zealand and 
the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) United Kingdom, has been continuously trying to include 
 
* Corresponding author. Tel.: +60127907273;  fax: +006075566155. 
E-mail address: b-ismail@utm.my. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/).
Peer-review under responsibility of Centre for Environment-Behaviour Studies (cE-Bs), Faculty of Architecture, Planning & Surveying, 
Universiti Teknologi MARA, Malaysia.
23 Ismail Said et al. /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  168 ( 2015 )  22 – 29 
children not only in their planning outcome, but also having these children to get involved as early as in 
the planning stage (for example see Council of Europe, 2004 and UNICEF, 2011). At the global stage, 
children’s level of participation has risen from tokenism (RUNG 4), where children are consulted for their 
feedback, to initiate shared decisions with adults (RUNG 8), with children as equal partners and decision 
makers with the adults (Hart, 1992).  This can be seen in several major projects such as the Prime 
Minister’s Youth Advisory Forum (1998) which was established in New Zealand and the Deliberation on 
Children’s Bill (2003 to 2005) in South Africa. In these projects, children were engaged in the political 
process by providing their views and giving feedbacks about issues pertinent to their concern. The 
emphasis in participating children at a higher participatory level is not only to make children aware about 
the condition of their society (Mason, 2013) or for adults to understand children’s thoughts and feelings 
(Lansdown, 2001),   but the significant outcomes that it could benefit children for their lifelong learning 
(Davey, 2010). The skills that they developed through their active participation will not only shape their 
way of thinking, but it also allows them to instill awareness and positive social behavior of themselves 
and others (see Educational Cooperation NGO Network, JNNE, 2009).  
Children participation at the preschool level has also been widely encouraged. Clark, McQuail and 
Moss (2003) have been exploring the opportunities for young children under the age of 5 to participate in 
sharing their views and ideas. The need and importance to listen to young children has been supported 
internationally and has been reinforced through the General Comment 7 (Article 12) on early childhood, 
issued by the United Nation Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (2006). It stated the need to 
respect a child’s view that concern’s them and these views are given weight accordance to the child’s age 
and maturity (McAuliffe, Linsey & Fowler, 2006; Clark & Williams, 2008). In the UK, the Early Years 
Foundation State (EYFS); a revised curriculum for infants (birth) to 5 years old, has emphasized on the 
need to understand the individuality of each child, where each child has the rights to be listened to and 
valued (DCSF, 2007 in Garrick, Bath, Dunn, Maconochie, Wilis & Wolstenholme, 2010), endorsing 
children participation in terms of the child’s rights and development. The outcome of curriculum had 
been studied by Garrick, Bath, Dunn, Maconochie, Wilis & Wolstenholme (2010) which provide 
evidence that children saw themselves to be capable of planning their own activities, especially when the 
space was less clearly organized into designated areas and children enjoyed being involved in planning 
their activities.  
With the arising concerns recently about children’s environment of which suits them best, many 
studies and projects on designing urban spaces (e.g. CABE Space & CABE Education, 2004) to children 
play spaces (e.g. Clark & Moss, 2008; Clark, 2005) has been conducted. In these projects, children were 
involved in various levels. With careful planning and adult’s assistance, children ideas and concerns were 
heard, and together with the experts they plan, design and evaluate the intended space. Allowing children 
to participate in various processes, it will develop children’s potential in various developmental areas and 
skills such as self-confidence, leadership and assertiveness in dealing with adults (Day, Sutton & Jenkins, 
2011) as well as promoting a more respectful environment and their increment in the knowledge of 
democracy and politics (National Healthy School Standard UK, 2004). However, the various benefits that 
children could gain depend on how in-depth they are allowed to participate. Children participation can be 
limited to only at the manipulation level (RUNG 1), where children are consulted through informal 
interviews or drawings without further feedbacks or it could reach a much higher level where children 
initiate, plan, manage and make decisions on a project together with the assistance of the adults (RUNG 
8) (Hart, 1992). The immense differences in the depth of participation clearly shows how much 
interaction children will engage with adults and their peers and how detail they could contribute in giving 
ideas, raising issues and criticism in the process of making decision collectively. For teachers to create 
such level of participation from the children, various methods and approaches have been used, such as the 
project approach (e.g. Helm & Katz, 2010), the inquiry based approach (e.g. Martin, Sexton, Franklin & 
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Gerlovich, 2005; Gonya, 2007) and the mosaic approach (e.g. Clark, 2005; Clark & Moss, 2008). These 
methods and approaches do not only open the opportunity for teachers to change their roles from being a 
traditional instructor to a facilitator, a good observer and a listener, but at the same time allowing children 
to master a particular task with the appropriate assistance at a suitable rate depending on the child’s 
development and ability as described in the theory of zone of proximal development (ZPD) (Vygotsky, 
1978 in McLeod, 2012). With the opportunity for teachers to conduct lessons or projects within the ZPD, 
it would allow younger children especially those at the age of 5 or below to participate at the higher rung 
(between RUNG 4 to RUNG 8). This can be made possible as teachers will consistently engage children 
in social interaction at the same time continuously identifying and use the child’s strength and weaknesses 
to support their learning experiences. Children in the other hand will feel valued as they are engaged in 
individual and collaborative group tasks with meaningful instruction and feedback from the teacher (Lui, 
2012). Hence this project is to identify the behavior of children and teachers when active participatory is 
encouraged in planning and deciding the classroom layout.     
2. Methodology  
x Participants 
Participants include 41 preschool children age 5 and 6 years old from 3 different classrooms. These 
classrooms were located in the same corner-lot residential building which has been converted into a 
preschool. Two of the classrooms were located at the upper level of the building, which consist a 
classroom for the 5 years old and 6 years old. The 5 year old classroom is located in the master bedroom 
and a 6 years old classroom in bedroom 1. Another classroom for the 6 years old was located at the lower 
level of the building, which is at the living room. Most of the 5 years old (n=20) and all of the 6 years old 
children whose classroom is at the lower level of the building (n = 11) has been attending the preschool 
since 3 or 4 years old. The 6 years old children in the upper level of the building (n=10) has never 
attended any preschool session before. Each of the classroom has a teacher (n=3) with no assistant 
teacher. All 3 teachers have been working at the center for approximately 15 years teaching the same age 
group. 
x Procedure 
Children were involved in a project to rearrange and redesign their classroom. The project is conducted 
using the inquiry based approach (IBA). The inquiry process was conducted for one week in each class 
through a series of teaching and learning session which involve planning, information retrieval, creation, 
sharing and evaluating the classroom arrangements and designs. Each session takes approximately 60 to 
90 minutes depending on children interest and participation and was video recorded. Throughout the 
process, both teachers and children were active participants. Each of them was encouraged to ask 
questions, listen to others, give opinions and voice out their dissatisfaction to create a mutual decision 
between teacher and children.  
x Teacher training 
All of the teachers has no knowledge on the IBA. Several training sessions to introduce the IBA has 
been conducted.  
x Instruments 
An online architectural design application (floor planner) has been used in creating and making 
changes of the classroom arrangement and interior design. The application was projected to a screen to 
create an enlarged image. Teacher and children were actively engaged in the process of making a class 
decision of the new furniture arrangement and design. Teachers and children behavior and interaction was 
video recorded. 
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3. Results and discussions 
From observation and video recordings, most of the children in each classroom and all 3 teachers were 
seen to interact actively. All of the teachers were observed to be active participants and has assisted 
dynamically in question and answer sessions throughout the inquiry process. Most of the children in each 
classroom were observed to be very active participants. The same group of children was observed to 
engage and respond actively throughout the inquiry process. In the other hand, there are a small group of 
children in each classroom who did not respond and engage in most of the inquiry process. This group of 
children was seen to behave passively although they have been encouraged to participate.  
However, all of the children were seen to be quite passive in the beginning of the process as they are 
not used to inquire during lessons. This is due to the teaching and learning practices that focus more on 
teacher centered, and the IBA is a new practices for the children. To overcome the barrier and to 
introduce children the flow of inquiry, teachers were seen to ask children what they want to change in 
their class. Teachers then were seen to create questions related to their ideas and asked children to parrot 
the questions. Below is an example of the session in the 5 year old classroom:  
 
Teacher: Amar…what do you want to change in your class? 
Child 1: The window 
Teacher: Do you want to change the window? 
Child 1: No…I want to change the curtains 
Teacher: Ok. How do you ask questions? 
   Can I change the curtains? 
Child 1: (Nodding)  
Teacher: Repeat the question with me. 
Teacher and child 1: Can I change the curtains?  
Teacher: Can you say the question again? 
Child 1: Can I change the curtains? 
 
The above session was repeated using different questions based on the children’s ideas. Later, children 
were seen to be able to engage in the inquiry process with the assistant of their classroom teacher. Their 
active participation in the inquiry process were observed on the third day (during the information retrieval 
session) onwards. A series of active inquiry sessions were observed between the children and their 
teacher especially during the creating and sharing processes. Several behavior patterns were observed 
between teachers and children throughout the inquiry process. These behaviors do reflect the benefits that 
inquiry could offer to both teacher and children such as allowing teachers to understand what their 
children already know, what they want to arouse their interest in a particular topic and to motivate them to 
participate in an active teaching and learning session (Martin, Sexton & Franklin, 2005). In the other 
hand, children were also found to benefit the process such as in having the opportunity to participate 
individually and collectively in making decisions (Kohn, 1993), being a receptive listener (Martin, 
Sexton, Franklin & Gerlovich, 2005) communicating ideas (Gonya, 2007) and developing social 
interactions (Clark, 2008). Teachers and children were observed to gain these benefits based on several 
behavior pattern during their interaction in the inquiry process.  
3.1. Children’s behavior 
x Giving ideas and express preferences 
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During the planning and creation processes, most of the children were seen to give ideas and express 
their preferences on what they wish to put in their classroom and what they wish to change. By allowing 
children to express their ideas and feelings, these children were seen to be very sure of their interest and 
preferences although teachers tend to argue with it.  
 
Child 1: I want to a dollhouse 
Teacher: A doll house? Why? 
Child 1: To play 
Child 2: You are a boy! 
Child 1: Heeee…..(smiling) 
Teacher: Well….why not.  
Child 1: Yes, I like it 
 
x Express dissatisfaction 
Some of the children were seen to express their dissatisfaction on a particular idea or decision, 
especially in the creation process. In all 3 classrooms, children express their dissatisfaction in the process 
of making a group decision on the table arrangement. In most cases, children were seen to express their 
dissatisfaction passively, where children tend to answer yes or no. For example:  
 
 Teacher: Who like this arrangement? 
 Children: No… (A few of the children answered) 
 Teacher: Who does not like this arrangement? 
 Children: Me…(A few of the children raise their hand)  
 
However, there are a few children who were observed to express their dissatisfaction in a more 
dynamic way. These children tend to express verbally how they feel, and their expressions show the 
conformity of how they feel.  
 
Teacher: Naufal, I think all of you like your existing classroom.  
Child 1: No..! 
Teacher: But I see there’s nothing much to change 
Child 1: I don’t like it 
  
x Negotiating and accepting other preferences  
In the process of making decisions on the classroom furniture and sitting arrangement and classroom 
design, children were observed to negotiate with their peers and teacher. Most of the negotiation is done 
to defend their proposal of their ideas on the class furniture arrangement and the materials and/or 
decorations they wish to put in the classroom. However, in the negotiating process these children were 
also seen to accept others preferences.  
 
Child 1: I want the table there 
Teacher: Can I put the table straight a bit  
Child 1: No 
Child 2: Can 
Child 1: No lah.. 
Child 2: Can…why not 
Child 1: ok…but I want the round table here 
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Teacher: ok…I’ll put the round table here 
 
x Raise issues 
Children were also observed to raise several issues to defend their ideas. Most of the issues were raised 
during information retrieval session, with the architect and the creation session, with the teacher. Issues 
that was raised are mostly to defend their preferences on what and where they wish to place a particular 
object, decoration or table. However, not many issues were raised when discussing with their peers 
compared with the adults. This is probably because adults tend to look at the safety of the design or the 
practicality and comfort for teaching and learning to take place. Therefore, children tend to agree if the 
design has elements that they prefer.  
 
Teacher: I think now we should look at the practicality of it 
Child 1: ok 
Teacher: I want the yellow table to be here and put the chair here 
Child 2: But now where can we watch the TV? 
Teacher: Erm…don’t worry about that 
 
x Claiming for adult’s explanations 
In most event where children raise a particular issue, children were also observed to claim for adult’s 
explanations. These explanations are claimed usually for confirmation to the rejected idea and to validate 
the other people ideas.  
 
Child 1: I don’t like it 
Teacher: Why? 
Child 1: (kept quiet)…why can’t I put it there? (pointing to a table) 
Teacher: Because it is not practical 
Child 1: Why? 
Teacher: Because if you put it there you have a chance to get out from the class.  
Child 1: Hurm…. (Showing dissatisfaction) 
3.2. Teachers behavior 
x Giving encouragement and positive feedback  
In order to create an active discussion throughout the inquiry process, teachers were observed to 
continuously giving encouragement and positive feedback to the children. Teachers were seen to 
encourage children to talk, express their ideas, preferences and feelings especially during the creating and 
sharing process. This is because most of these children are very shy when being asked to talk in front of 
the class. However, these children were observed to communicate well during small group activities.  
 
Child 1: (Quiet and standing still in front of the class during the sharing process) 
Teacher: Come on. Say something. 
Child 1: Still standing quietly 
Teacher: What do you want to tell your friend?  
Child 1: I want to put a zebra in my class 
Teacher: Hahaha….a zebra…hahaha 
Child 1: Yes…a statue 
Child 2: Hahaha 
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Teacher: Ok..why not. Can u find a zebra in there? (referring to the application) 
  I couldn’t find it (scrolling the application items). I don’t think they have one. Can we  
   find a different one? 
Child 1: How about that? (pointing to a sculpture) 
Teacher: Ok..! That is a good choice! Nice 
 
x Express dissatisfaction and uncertainty 
During the creation process, teachers were observed to express their dissatisfaction and uncertainty to 
several children’s ideas. All of the teachers were able to accept children’s selection of materials and/or 
decorations but tend to argue on where it should be located. Again, this is because teachers tend to look at 
the safety and practicality of the arrangement and design and comfort when conducting lessons.  
 
Teacher: Ok now we have this arrangement. Who is happy? Do you want to change your class  
like this?  
Child 1: yes! 
Teacher: Ok..how many say yes? 1,2,3,4…ok 2 are not happy. Why are you not happy?  
Child 2: I don’t like the table there 
Teacher: Ok..what do you want to change? 
Child 2: Pointing the table to a location 
Teacher: Now I am not happy. I want the table to be here…and I want it to be slightly diagonal.  
Child 1: It is just the same like the last time! 
Teacher: I don’t mind it is the same 
Child 1: I don’t like it like that.  
Teacher: I don’t know if other ways works… 
Child 1: But I don’t like it 
Teacher: I don’t know if it we should put it there 
 
Throughout the inquiry process, various behaviors were observed between children and their peers and 
children with their teacher due to active participation in the by both parties. In the above project, children 
and teachers not only able to generate ideas about their preferred classroom layout and design, but at the 
same time keeping in mind the practicality, safety and comfort of the class as a whole. Besides, by 
listening to each individual ideas, preferences, views and justification both children and teacher were 
satisfied with the final classroom layout and design as the decision was made together by the classroom 
community.  These are indeed some of the benefits that the IBA could offer to children and teachers when 
discussing on a particular topic of their interest (e.g. Martin, Sexton, Franklin & Gerlovich, 2005; Gonya, 
2007). By allowing children to participate actively, beginning from planning to decision making, children 
does not only learn various communication skills such as debating, negotiating and influencing others, but 
also developing their confidence and self-esteem as well as thinking, reasoning and problem solving 
skills. However, children’s active participation can be obtained not only using the IBA. Any other 
constructivist teaching and learning practices such as projects can be a good practice, as long as children 
are allowed to participate in the field of study starting from planning to decision making (e.g. Clark, 
2005).   
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